Assessing the capacity for success in distance learning in Malaysia  by Ng, Siew Foen & Confessore, Gary J.
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877–0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.03.362
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 15 (2011) 1742–1750
WCES-2011
Assessing the capacity for success in distance learning in Malaysia 
Siew Foen Ng a *, Gary J. Confessore b
aUniversiti Teknologi Mara, Kelantan, Malaysia 
bThe George Washington University, DC, USA 
Abstract 
The literature points to the need for learners who are autonomous and self-regulating. However, learning styles, 
perception towards learning environment, computer technology experiences and English language proficiency are diverse and 
may influence behavioral intentions in learning processes. This study examined the extent to which these variables correlate to 
learner autonomy, which is a construct of behavioral intentions to learn. A stratified structured sample of 249 responses from 
adult distance learners at three Malaysian universities was analysed. Pearson’s correlation analysis found significant correlations 
of learning styles, perceived learning environment, computer technology experience and English language proficiency to learner 
autonomy profile scores. 
Keywords: Distance Learners; Learner Autonomy; Learning Styles; Perceived Distance Learning Environment; Computer Technology 
Experience 
1. Introduction 
Adult learning literature has reported that autonomy is the stated objective of many educators, and especially 
adult educators (Bruner, 1960; Dewey, 1938; Knowles, 1980; Lindeman, 1926; Verner, et al, 1971). Each asserts 
that adult learners should be developed into individuals who are in control of the learning process in order to 
succeed in learning. Others have asserted that emphasis should be given to developing skills and competencies that 
enhance learner autonomy especially in distance learning environments (Daing Zaidah Ibrahim, 1997; Gallo, 2001; 
Moore, 1993; Riddle, 1994; Saba, 2000; Wagner, 1995). However, studies have indicated that limitations of learner 
autonomy may contribute to dissatisfaction with or dropping out of formal distance learning courses or programs 
may lead to adults failing to enroll in subsequent courses (Calvin, 2005; Hisham, 2004; Zimmerman, 2001). Given 
the geography and demographics of Malaysia and other Southeast Asian countries which often limit opportunities to 
participate in face-to-face instruction, the use of Internet supported learning in post-secondary and organizational 
settings has become essential. Simultaneously, the need to better understand factors that may undermine or improve 
distance learning success rates has also become essential. 
In the Malaysian distance context, studies have shown that learners tend to be less self-directed than their 
Western counterparts and lack the pertinent strategies to survive this learning mode (Hashim 2004; Haziah, 2004; 
Shireen, 2004).  Nor Aziah, Haziah & Salemah (2001) found that the problem of dropouts in Universiti Teknologi 
MARA’s (UiTM) online distance learning program did not lie in the provision of technology infrastructure but 
instead it resided in the lack of independence and initiative on the part of the learners. Both Hisham (2004) and 
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Thang (2005), found that among their respondents there was a lack of autonomous skills, capacity, and willingness 
to carry out independent learning. The need to develop the behavioral intentions associated with learner autonomy 
among the people of Malaysia is revealed, in part, by meta-analysis of 4,700 completed Learner Autonomy Profiles 
(LAP)  in  the  current  database  (HRDE,  2010).   Of  the  422  in  the  database,  who  reported  they  live  in  Malaysia,  
primarily from the Malay and Chinese ethnic groups, 47.6% were assigned stanines 1-3. Given the nature of stanine 
assignments, a normal distribution would place 33.3% in this range.  
Confessore, (1992) asserts that success in learning is ultimately dependent upon the individual’s psycho-social 
characteristics of agency and self-regulation, which contribute to behavioral intentions to learn. Adult learners have 
different skills, backgrounds, and experiences. These differences contribute to the different approaches and attitude 
towards learning expressed by individuals. The present study elaborates on findings such as those of Wang (2010) 
that report individual differences and learning process factors contribute to completion rates in distance learning 
programs. Specifically, we assessed psycho-social behavioral intentions of individual learners, in terms of desire to 
learn (Meyer, 2001), and resourcefulness (Carr, 1999), initiative, (Ponton, 1999) and persistence (Derrick, 2001) in 
learning that may contribute to the likelihood an individual will successfully complete a distance learning option.  
  Adult students have a variety of needs and characteristics. They arrive at the institutional door with rich life 
experiences and preferences to learn in different ways. Their needs, individual characteristics, experiences and 
learning style preferences may affect their selection of one learning environment over another, and those preferences 
may be a factor in students’ success or failure in learning (Grasha, 2002; Kolb 1984; Sonnenwald & Li, 2003; Terry, 
2002). Adult characteristics play a significant role in forming behavioral intentions with respect to participation in 
learning. Previous research on learner autonomy using the Learner Autonomy Profile (LAP) has focused on validity 
and reliability of the instruments (Carr, 1999; Derrick, 2001; Meyer, 2001; Confessore & Park, 2004; Ponton, 1999; 
Ponton & Carr, 2002), linear relationship between the four constructs (Ponton, Carr & Derrick, 2004), the 
relationship of specific demographic variables and learner autonomy (Derrick, et al, 2005), the relationship of 
autonomous learning to self-efficacy (Ponton, Derrick, Hall, Rhea, & Carr, 2005) and autonomous and self-directed 
learners participating in various forms of distance learning (Carr, Ponton & Ingram, 2003). Few researchers have 
explored individual characteristics in relation to learner autonomy. The literature indicates such variables as 
preferred learning styles, perceptions of the distance learning environment, experiences with computer technologies, 
and English language proficiency are important variables in distance learning contexts in Malaysia as they may 
influence the degree of autonomy learners may manifest. Thus, the present study assesses correlations of measures 
of these independent variables in distance learning environments to the dependent variable of learner autonomy 
scores.   
2. Related Literature Review 
Insert Distance learners come from a variety of backgrounds and they have diverse characteristics and needs 
which may influence their learner autonomy or behavioral intentions to participate in learning. These intentions are 
substantially influenced by the individual’s personal characteristics, learning styles, prior experience and other 
factors, including their perception of their learning environment. According to Confessore (1992), self-directed or 
autonomous learning manifests in people who feel a need to learn something and in response utilize both internal 
resources and the availability of the external resources (human and material) to enhance their efforts to meet this felt 
need. 
Long (1990) has pointed out that self-directed learners are autonomous, as well as flexible and adaptive. 
Long’s idea of the flexible and adaptable self-directed learner is an important link to this study since it provides a 
strong theoretical underpinning that leads the authors to speculate that learners who are autonomous  can be found 
across all the learning styles. Kolb (1984), Robotham (1995), Felder (1996), and others have indicated that there 
appears to be a link between self-directed learning and learning style preferences, although there is no general 
consensus on the exact nature of that link. Kolb (1984), Adenuga (1991), Canipe (2001) and Ware (2003) found 
that self-directedness is associated with some of the learning styles. Others, including Robotham (1995), Felder 
(1996), Oladoke (2006) support the idea that self-directedness embodies flexibility and adaptability, thereby 
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augmenting the claim that highly self-directed or autonomous learners tend to be able to utilize skills from all the 
learning styles as they effectively process information. Based on this, it appears that the number of learning styles 
learners are comfortable utilizing is an essential parameter of the extent to which they are autonomous.  
Besides learning styles, results of studies conducted over the past 30 years have provided convincing evidence 
that the quality of the classroom environment in schools is a significant determinant of student learning (Fraser 
1994, 1998). That is, students learn better when they perceive the classroom environment more positively. A review 
of the literature also emphasizes that learners’ perceptions and attitudes are central in the development and quality 
of distance education programs (Areti, 2006; Biggs, 2006; Clayton, 2004). “Obtaining ‘feedback’ from students 
about the design and implementation of the learning environment provided is an essential part of identifying what 
has worked, and where improvements could be made in the future” (Pearson & Trinidad, 2005, p.396). According 
to Oddi (1987), learning environment might be an influencing factor in determining a learner’s level of self-
directedness. The more unstructured the learning environment is the higher the level of self-directedness needs to 
be.   On  the  other  hand,  Nor  Aziah  &  Nik  Suryani  (2002),  in  their  research  on  supportive  distance  learning  
environments, found that even though the central idea of distance education is learner autonomy, an initially 
supportive learning environment which is based on the learner’s own needs and perspectives is essential to facilitate 
their learning efforts.  
Experience with computer technologies has been suggested as influential in whether learners can successfully 
complete distance programs. Previous research has found that having high levels of computer technology 
experience enhances the ability of individuals to self-regulate learning in Web courses (Azevedo, Cromley,& 
Seibert 2004;  Joo, Bong & Choi  2000; Lim 2001). This means that having high levels of technology experience 
may allow an individual to be more autonomous in learning. In the Malaysian distance learning contexts, English 
language proficiency also plays a vital role in determining distance learners’ participation in learning (Ramesh 
2009; Ranjit & Mohd Amin Embi 2007). Many  distance  learners  were  found  to  display  a  lack  of  autonomy  in  
learning due to their low levels of competency in the English language. Many were unwilling to participate in 
discussions because of being fearful of their inability to express themselves clearly in English. Others found that 
searching for information on the Internet and completing their assignments were made more difficult because of 
their limited English language proficiency. 
3. Methodology 
3.1.1. Instrumentation 
The most widely used instrument in this field of learner autonomy and self-directedness is Guglielmino’s 
(1977) Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS). However, it was determined to be inappropriate for this 
study because it is scored on a standard Likert-type scale and as such does not produce scale data responses. Hence, 
in order to accumulate data on the dependent variable of learner autonomy, the Learner Autonomy Profile – Short 
Form (LAP-SF) was selected. It assesses behavioral intentions to learn through items that elicit scale data responses 
along a continuum from 0 to 10. This instrument, consists of 66 items. Reliability and validity of the four constructs 
of the LAP-SF instrument have been determined through principal component analysis. Pearson’s Correlations, and 
calculation of Cronbach’s Alphas through a test-retest design yielded standard item Alphas ranging from .90 to .93 
(Confessore & Park, 2004, p. 55). 
The Grasha-Riechmann Student Learning Styles Scale (GRSLSS) was used to gather data on students’ learning 
style preferences (Riechmann & Grasha, 1974) as one of the independent variables of the study. This instrument was 
selected because the items contained in it assess students’ levels of preference for interaction in an educational 
setting. The Alpha reliability coefficient for this instrument ranged from .74 to .89 (Grasha, 2002).  
The Distance Education Learning Environment Survey (DELES) was used to measure the independent variable 
of students’ perceptions of the learning environment based upon Likert-type responses to 42 items. The alpha 
reliability coefficient for this instrument ranged from .75 to .95 (Walker 2001). The independent variable of the 
students’ perceived English language proficiency in reading, writing, listening and speaking was measured using 
Ng’s (2009) Perceived English Language Proficiency Survey (PELPS), which uses a 5 point Likert-type scale, 
ranging from very poor to very good. The five-item PELPS was found to comprise a single component, as 
hypothesized, with a standardized Cronbach’s Alpha of .90. Finally, the independent variable of computer 
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technology experience was assessed using items adapted from an instrument developed by Stein & Wheaton (2002). 
The internal reliability of the adapted instrument was a Cronbach’s Alpha of .904.  
3.1.2. Population and Sampling 
3.1.2.1.
The population consisted of degree and higher diploma students coming from a range of academic departments 
in the universities. Two hundred and forty-nine completed surveys, collected via stratified structured sampling, 
were the sample for the analysis of this study. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data using SPSS 15.0.
4. Findings 
The first objective of the study was to determine the level of learner autonomy among adult learners in a 
distance learning environment in Malaysia. Table 1 indicates that the stanine assignments for the 249 respondents to 
the present study have three notable characteristics. First, the sample of males placed 45.4% in the 1-3 range. This 
is consistent with the finding of 46.6% in the 1-3 range found in the meta-analysis reported above. Second, the 
sample of females placed 44.0% in the 7-9 stanine range. This is 16.7% greater than the finding of 27.3%  in the 7-9 
range found in the meta-analysis. Finally, it is interesting to note that the    46.6 % (116) of the respondents report a 
relatively low level of intentions associated with learner autonomy when being compared to the sample of 1205 
Asian college students who completed Learner Autonomy Profile. On the other hand,   27.3% (68) of the 
respondents displayed high level of learner autonomy. The remainder 26.1% (68) fell on the range of moderate 
level of learner autonomy (Ng, 2009, p 139).  
Table 1: Stanine assignments of LAP respondents in the present study
Variable Frequency (n = 249) Percentage (%) 
Learner Autonomy 
(LAP – Short Form Total) 
Stanines 1-3 (Low) 116 46.6
Stanines 4-6 (Moderate) 65 26.1
Stanine 7-9 (High) 68 27.3
The second objective of the study was to determine the relationship between learning styles, perceived learning 
environment, computer technology experiences and English language proficiency, and the learner autonomy of 
adults enrolling in the distance learning programs in Malaysia. Correlation analysis was performed to examine the 
relationships of each independent variable to learner autonomy. To test the hypotheses on the relationships, the 
Pearson r correlation coefficients analysis was carried out to determine the nature and direction of the relationships. 
The relationships of the preferred learning styles, perceived learning environment, computer technology 
experiences and English language proficiency to learner autonomy were examined using the Pearson product 
moment correlation as presented in Table 1. The results show that there is a positive and moderate (r = .453, p <.01) 
relationship between learning styles and learner autonomy. As for perceived learning environment and learner 
autonomy, there is also a positive and moderate (r = .575, p < .01) linear relationship. On the other hand, the 
relationship between computer technology experiences and learner autonomy is a positive but low (r = .274, p <.01) 
linear relationship. Similarly, the result also reveal that the relationship between English language proficiency and 
learner autonomy is a positive but low (r= .226, p <.01) linear relationship. 
Table 2 shows the relationships of learning styles, perceived learning environment, computer technology 
experience and English language proficiency to learner autonomy were statistically significant and, as such, support 
the alternative hypothesis.  
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Table 2:  Correlation matrix analysis of learner autonomy learning styles, perceived learning environment, 
computer technology experiences and perceived English language proficiency (n= 249)
Variables 
1. Learner autonomy 1.00
2. Learning styles .453** 1.00
3. Perceived learning environment .575** .567** 1.00
4. Computer technology experiences .274** .136** .080 1.00
5. English language proficiency .226** .069 .149* .301** 1.00
Correlation is significant at **p<.01, *p<.05  Cronbach’s alpha - Bonferroni procedure p< .01 
The third objective was to assess the extent to which a proposed multiple linear regression model is supported 
by the research data. The contributions of each of the significant predictor variables towards the variance of the 
criterion variables were determined. Multiple linear regressions were performed to investigate the relationships 
between the four independent variables and the dependent variable. The overall objective of regression analysis is: 
1) to determine if a relationship exists between the independent variables and dependent variables, and 2) to assess 
the relative importance of the predictor variables in multiple regression (Kachigan, 1982).  In the multiple 
regression models, the LAP-SF total score was set as the dependent variable and learning styles, perceived leaning 
environment, computer technology experience and English language proficiency were considered the independent 
variables. 
To test the extent to which the data collected support the MLR model of learner autonomy, enter stepwise 
regression method was utilized. As shown in Table 2, the findings reveal that three of the predictor variables are 
significant in explaining learner autonomy. The three predictor variables are learning styles (t = 2.715; p <.01), 
perceived learning environment (t = 7.516; p <.01) and computer technology experience (t = 3.602; p <.01). English 
language proficiency (t =1.725, p =.086) was excluded from the model because it did not contribute significantly to 
the variation of learner autonomy or learners’ behavioral intentions to participate in learning. The findings suggest 
that the data partially supported the proposed four-predictors multiple linear regression model. 
The R2 of .397 implies that the three predictor variables explain about 39.7% of the variance/variation in the 
LAP-SF total scores. This is considered a respectable result for social sciences research. According to Green, 
Salkind and Akey (2000), R2 is considered a more biased estimate of the corresponding population values. This is 
because the R2 in a sample tends to overestimate the R2 of the true population (Pallant, 2001).  Hence, since the 
adjusted R2 could give a better estimation of the true population value, the contribution of the predictor variables 
towards the variance in the criterion variable in this study was reported based on the adjusted R2 value. Therefore, 
the overall regression model was successful in explaining approximately 39.7% of the adjusted variance in learner 
autonomy. 
In addition, the ANOVA table reveals that the F-statistics (F = 41.896) is quite large and the corresponding p-
value is significant (p =.038). This indicates that the slope of the estimated linear regression model line is not equal 
to zero, thus confirming that there is a linear relationship between LAP-SF total score and the three predictor 
variables. 
Based on the values reported in the Table 3, the highest ȕ coefficient was .454 which was derived from 
perceived learning environment. This means that perceived learning environment makes the strongest contribution 
to explaining the dependent variable (LAP-SF), when the variance explained by all other predictor variables in the 
model were controlled for. It suggests that one standard deviation increase in perceived learning environment is 
followed by a .454 standard deviation increase in the LAP-SF total score. The ȕ value for computer technology 
experience was the second highest (.188). Next highest ȕ value was number of learning styles preferences (.174) 
and English language proficiency had the lowest effect with a ȕ coefficient of .090 as compared to the other two 
variables. 
To sum up, learning styles, perceived learning environment, and computer technology experience were found 
to be positively linked to learner autonomy at the .05 level of significance, and English language proficiency at the 
.10 level. This indicated that learner autonomy or distance learner’s behavioral intentions to participate actively in 
learning could occur in situations where: 1) learning styles are taken into consideration during the learning 
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situation, 2) flexible and supportive learning environment exist in the learning situation, and 3) learners are 
equipped with computer technology skills. 





ȕ T P Value 
(constant) 77.000 2.086 .038
Learning Styles 9.144 .174 2.715 .007
Perceived Learning Environment 1.626 .454 7.516 .0001
Computer Technology Experience .948 .188 3.602 .0001
English Language Proficiency 2.804 .090 1.725 .086
F Statistic = 41.896     Adjusted R2 = .397     R2 = .407 
5. Discussion 
Based on the multiple regression analysis, the results showed that learning styles account for 17.4% of the 
variance of learner autonomy. This indicates that the autonomous distance learners employed a variety of learning 
styles in their learning. The findings thus supported the evidence form literature which posited that learner 
autonomy is associated not with one particular learning style but with all learning styles (Kolb, 1984). In addition, 
when multiple regression analysis was tested to determine which learning styles were the most important 
determinants of a successful autonomous learning, it was found independent, participative and collaborative 
learning styles are the strongest contributors to learner autonomy. The findings, therefore, are consistent with other 
studies by Candy (1991) and Fitzgerald (2003) that autonomous learners are often participative and collaborative, 
yet independent. In addition, this result confirms the evidence from literature that successful distance learners favor 
independent learning styles (Diaz & Cartnal, 1999; Gee, 1990; James & Gardner, 1995).  
It is also interesting to note that participant learning style contributed the highest variance to learner autonomy 
among the three learning styles mentioned. This may reflect the affects of the current distance learning blended 
approach in Malaysia which encourages active participation from adult learners. Participation is achieved when 
students interact with their instructor, other students, or course content and these behaviors are valued because 
interaction is thought to be one of the most critical elements of a learning experience (Dewey, 1938; Vygostsky, 
1978) as well as an important component for building effective learning communities.   
All in all, this study acknowledges and recognizes that autonomous learners are flexible and adaptable and are 
able to choose across learning styles, utilizing the one that best meets the demands of a particular project and or 
learning situation (Felder, 1996; Robotham, 1995). The multiple regression findings demonstrate that perceived
learning environment makes the strongest unique contribution to explain learner autonomy in that it accounts for 
45.4% of the variance in LAP-SF scores. The regression model of perceived learning environment indicated that 
instructor support, personal relevance, authentic learning, student interaction student autonomy, active learning and 
satisfaction were correlated with learner autonomy. However, only personal relevance, instructor support and 
satisfaction significantly predicted learner autonomy. In other words, the more distance learners could connect their 
personal experiences to the course materials and classroom experiences, the more autonomous they are likely to be. 
In addition, when distance learners perceived more instructor support during their learning process, they displayed 
more willingness to participate in their learning. Similarly, being satisfied with the learning environment enhances 
distance learners’ autonomy. This confirmed Walker’s (2003) claim that student satisfaction is a key indicator of 
educational quality. Hence, it can be inferred that when distance learners perceive the blended learning environment 
to be helpful, their learner autonomy is enhanced.  
The results of this study are consistent with the research done by Oddi (1987) and Deci, et al, (1991) which 
report that the learning environment impacts the adult learners’ level of self-directedness, independence, and self-
reliance, particularly when they control their own learning. Based on the multiple regression analysis, 18.8% of the 
variance in learner autonomy was explained by computer technological experience. The findings of this study are 
consistent with findings on computer technology experience and learner autonomy reported by Calvin (2005); 
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Huang (2002); Azevedo, et al (2004); Shehab (2007). Literature also suggested that confidence in the ability to 
perform computer and Internet tasks in general, increases the learner’s confidence in their ability to perform tasks in 
distance learning courses specifically the online courses (Joo, et al., 2000; Lim, 2001). This increased confidence in 
the  ability  to  perform  necessary  tasks  is  a  component  of  learner  autonomy.  Thus,  increasing  the  computer  and  
Internet skills of learners increases their ability to be autonomous in performing their tasks.  
The results of the present study validated the associations proposed in the conceptual framework. The overall 
results confirmed the assumption that learner autonomy or behavioral intentions to participate in the learning is 
influenced by how distance learners perceive the learning environment, the number of learning styles they prefer to 
utilize, their computer technology experience and, to a certain extent English language proficiency, play a vital role 
in promoting distance learners’ intentions to participate actively in learning. 
6. Conclusion 
The study provides empirical evidence that a substantial percentage of distance learners in Malaysia show a 
relatively low level of learner autonomy when compared to a larger group of Asian students who took the LAP-SF. 
The results obtained from the correlation analyses reveal a significant relationship of learning styles, perceived 
learning environment, computer technology experience and English language proficiency to learner autonomy. In 
terms of determining the contributions of the significant predictive power of the independent variables on the 
dependent variable, the multiple regression analyses results reveal that the overall scores of the number of 
preferred learning styles, perceived learning environment and computer technology experience are statistically 
significant predictors of behavioral intentions to participate in distance learning. However, English language 
experience is not included as a significant predictor of learner autonomy. Thus, program managers and researchers 
may wish to further explore the role played by perceived English language proficiency in situations where English 
is not the primary language of the distance learners studied.  
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